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The year 1997 proved very significant for the realization of the importance of 
the relatively fresh term “bioethics”, adopted by Van Ransellaer Potter in 1970 —
though used for the first time in an environmental sense by Fritz Jahr in 1926. It was 
during 1997 that “the member States of the Council of Europe… conscious of the 
accelerating   developments in biology and medicine” and of the danger that “misuse 
of biology and medicine may lead to acts endangering human dignity”, affirmed that 
“progress in biology and medicine should be used for the benefit of present and 
future generations”, and proceeded towards the well-known “Oviedo Convention 
on Human Rights and Biomedicine” which entered into force two years later. In    
the same year the General Conference of UNESCO circulated the “Universal 
Declaration on the Human Genome and Human Rights”.  
As stated in the preface of the “UNESCO Universal Declaration on Bioethics 
and Human Rights” in 2005 – in which I participated in representing Greece as a 
member of the “Hellenic National Bioethics Committee” -- the human beings “exhibit 
the moral sense that gives expression to ethical principles”. In “Considering Unesco’s  
role  in identifying universal principles based   on shared ethical values  to guide 
scientific and technological development”, that Universal Declaration referred to the 
previous  universal and international Declarations  relevant to bioethics also  
emphasizing the “dignity  of the human person”. The philosophical and ethical 
aspect of that Declaration is manifest throughout its whole text. It is not accidental 
that, before the “Universal Declaration on Bioethics and Human Rights”, on the 
initiative of the director of Unesco’s philosophical section Yersu Kim, an elaboration 
of “universal ethics” was undertaken through a vast intercultural dialogue “as a 
common denominator acceptable by the societies of all peoples”. Philosophy, 
science and technology were united by UNESCO in an unprecedented way which 
proved very useful. And perhaps it was not irrelevant to the spectacular 
development of bioethics and to the realization of the necessity of an ethical code 
common to humankind the appearance in the same year of  the journal  “Global 
ethics”.  
Not many years had elapsed  since “The member States of  the Council of 
Europe  bearing in mind several previous Conventions, “conscious of the accelerating 
developments  in biology and medicine”  and of the fact that “the misuse of  biology 
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and medicine might lead to acts endangering human dignity… affirming that  
progress in biology and medicine  should be used for the benefit of present and 
future generations”, also emphasizing that “international cooperation” is necessary 
for the enjoyment of the benefits of biology and medicine and recommending the 
“preparation of a convention on bioethics” in order “to safeguard  human dignity 
and the fundamental rights and freedoms  of the individuals”  and  have “agreed to 
general provisions”.    
This Convention, aiming at the protection of the dignity and identity of all 
human beings, rates the individual, its interests and its dignity prior to society and 
science and supports equitable access to health care. For whatever intervention to 
the restoration of the individual’s health, free and informed consent is needed and 
withdrawn as well, and for those unable to consent their representatives are 
authorized to intervene. People with mental disorder need intervention even 
without their consent if they are in serious danger when intervention is medically 
necessary. A patient’s previous wishes should be taken into account because    he 
has the right to be informed about the state of his health unless he does not wish to 
know.  Discrimination due to genetic heritage is not allowed neither is intervention 
on human genome, unless for therapeutic purposes. Persons undergoing surgical 
operations should be protected and their rights respected; and those unable to 
consent, such as the embryos, should be protected. Previously expressed wishes 
should be taken into account, private life respected and any form of discrimination 
prohibited. Transplantation needs special treatment and calls for consent, protection 
of those unable to consent and prohibition of financial gain. Infringement of rights 
and principles is forbidden, undue damages compensated and appropriate sanctions 
applied.  All dictates of law and democracy should be kept.   
Up to this point the Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and 
Dignity lays down what is legally proper to be done so that the advances and 
applications of biology and medicine prove profitable for human well-being. It is only 
in article 28,  focusing on public debate that, apart from relevant medical, social, 
economic, and legal implications, “ethical” implications should also be taken into 
consideration   and be “subject of appropriate consultation”. Whereas the emphasis 
on the justification of the respect of ethical principles and implications constitute the 
core of the UNESCO’s Universal Declaration on Bioethics and Human Rights -- as it is 
explained particularly in its Preface -- in the above Convention of the Council of 
Europe it is “the European Court of Human Rights that may give…advisory opinions 
on legal questions concerning the interpretation of the present Convention”.     
The  moral issues inspiring the UNESCO’s  documents  dealing with the 
impressive advances of science and biotechnology discussed  in “The Universal  
Declaration on the Human Genome  and Human Rights” (1997) and in the 
“International  Conference on Human Genetic Data”  (2003) are also predominantly  
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reflected in the   preface of the “Universal Declaration on Bioethics and Human 
Rights” which  begins as follows:  
“The General Conference, conscious of the unique capacity of human beings 
to reflect upon their own existence  and on their environment, to perceive injustice, 
to avoid danger, to assume responsibility, to seek cooperation and to exhibit the 
moral sense that gives expression to ethical principles, reflecting on the rapid  
developments in science and technology which increasingly affect our understanding 
of life and life itself, resulting in a strong demand  for a global response  to the 
ethical implications  of such developments, recognizing that ethical issues  raised by 
the rapid advances in science and their technological applications should be 
examined with due respect to the dignity of the human person and universal respect 
for… human rights and fundamental freedoms… resolving  that it is necessary … to 
state universal principles that will provide a foundation for humanity’s response to 
the ever-increasing dilemmas and controversies that science and technology present 
for humankind and for the environment… considering UNESCO’s role in identifying  
universal principles  based on shared values  to guide scientific and technological 
development …taking into account … that questions of bioethics … should be treated 
as a whole in the recognition of the dignity of the human person … convinced that 
moral sensitivity and ethical reflection should be an integral part of the process of 
scientific and technological developments… considering that all human beings… 
should benefit  from the high ethical standards in medicine and life science research, 
Proclaims the principles that follow and adopts the present declaration”.    
As it can be assumed from its history, the necessity for the Universal 
Declaration on Bioethics and Human Rights   was underlined during a ministerial 
“round table” on “Bioethics and its international effects” in Paris in 2001. Prior to it 
an effort was made by philosophers and theologians to lay the foundations “of a 
universal ethics” (1996-2000). UNESCO then in close collaboration with National 
Bioethics Commissions and other experts proceeded towards the edition of a text 
which was discussed by the representatives of many states and a first plan was 
composed in March 2003. The initial text was inspired by the earlier spirit of the 
Applied Ethics focusing on respect for human rights, freedom and justice and a 
certain overcoming of the so-called Hippocratic paternalism, laying emphasis on the 
principles of autonomy and informed consent of the patient, concerning particularly 
matters of the end of life. It was soon realized the need to lay emphasis on the 
ethical values and principles that should govern the public policy in a spirit of 
responsibility giving expression to legislative regulations. It was decided all these 
views to be codified in a form of a declaration entailing  universal acceptance and 
opening the way towards nationally binding protocols and legislative regulations.     
Ιn October 2003, during the UNESCO general assembly, it was decided to set 
universal standards in the field of bioethics according to the spirit of cultural 
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pluralism and in January 2004 the first draft of the Declaration was composed  and 
sent to the National Bioethics Committees to pronounce their opinions. A second 
draft was composed and discussed in August 2004 by approximately 250 
representatives of 80 countries. And in August 2005 the final text was voted by 
almost 300 representatives from 300 countries, approved by the General Conference 
of UNESCO in 19 October 2005.  
       The ethical and generally the philosophical background of this Declaration as 
well as its general orientation are evident not only in its prologue and epilogue, but 
also in particular articles. In article 2 part d, concerned with the aims of this 
Declaration, we read “The aims of this Declaration are: to recognize the importance 
of freedom of scientific research …within the framework of ethical principles …and 
to respect human dignity, human rights and fundamental freedoms”. However, the 
legal dimension is not absent, since in article 1 part 1 it is stated: “The Declaration 
addresses ethical issues related to medicine, life sciences and associated 
technologies as applied to human beings, taking into account their social, legal and 
environmental dimensions”. Thus the legal dimension, characteristic of the Oviedo 
Convention is not completely lacking in the Universal Declaration on Bioethics and 
Human Rights as we infer from other articles as well.  
Regarding, e.g., the respect for autonomy we also notice that “for persons 
who are not capable of exercising autonomy, special measures are to be taken to 
protect their rights and interests” (art. 5), which does not thoroughly exclude legal 
standards from a document that has adopted ethical criteria in order of precedence.   
Despite the positive acceptance of the Universal Declaration of Bioethics and Human 
Rights by most bioethicists all over the world, certain reservations were not missing, 
due to the cultural and philosophical pluralism, to the fact that some ethical terms 
were polysemous, to the ambiguous connection of bioethics and human rights, etc. 
etc. Some bioethicists, Tristram Engelhadt, for instance, in the volume  Global 
Bioethics  questioned – among his other criticisms -- the achievement of consensus, 
given the  international ethical pluralism.  
Perhaps the Oviedo Convention was more positively and effectually accepted 
because in that document the duties of and the restrictions of bioethicists were 
more clearly set and the Hippocratic spirit of medical ethics perhaps more easily 
acceptable. However, these two excellent documents have determined the 
boundaries that should be observed in the utilization of the advances of science and 
technology for the benefit of human beings.     
 
